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Abstract 
Vocabulary learning is one of the most challenging issues that EFL learners face. In the past the learners depended on their teachers 
but new teaching methodologies encourage learner autonomy. At the university level, learners should become more autonomous 
in learning foreign language vocabulary and try to find different ways of how to become more successful learners. At the university 
level learners are forced to become autonomous and make conscious efforts to learn vocabulary outside of the classroom simply 
because exposure to target language is limited in university classes.  Consequently, the autonomy of the learner play an important 
role in developing and enhancing their vocabulary.  This paper aims at exploring the application of learner autonomy in the context 
of vocabulary learning for English language students. It also proposes the importance of learner's autonomy in vocabulary learning 
and learning strategies. Furthermore; it clarifies why teachers should enhance learner autonomy in vocabulary learning by exploring 
the role of both the teachers and learners, how teachers can promote learner autonomy in vocabulary learning and the expected 
effects of learner autonomy in vocabulary learning. 
© 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction 
Vocabulary learning is incredibly noteworthy to English language acquisition. It is unfeasible for a learner to 
communicate without the required vocabulary. Successful second language acquisition presumes a sustained active 
involvement of the learner. The approach suggested is to complement and enhance the strategic teaching of new 
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language. Vocabulary, or word meaning, is one of the keys to understand a comprehension or paragraph or statements, 
so without understanding of words means that a student will not be able to understand a comprehension. One way 
students develop vocabulary is indirectly through reading, listening, and speaking. A student’s background knowledge 
and prior experiences play a large role in vocabulary development. As students build connections between known 
words and unknown words, they develop a deeper understanding of their reading. Some educators as Holec (1981), 
and Benson (2003) attached great importance to the necessity of autonomy in education. They stated that students 
who think and work strategically are more motivated to learn and have a higher sense of self-efficacy or confidence 
in their own learning ability. Then students who depend on themselves in learning vocabulary are more able to succeed 
academically and more motivated than those who do not have effective strategies in learning by themselves. 
1.1. Research Goals 
Vocabulary is central to English language teaching because without sufficient vocabulary students cannot 
understand others or express their own ideas. Wilkins (1972) wrote that “. . . while without grammar very little can be 
conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed” in this paper" Developing Learner Autonomy in Vocabulary 
Learning in class room:  How and why can it be Fosteredˮ "I would like to emphasize that learner autonomy is crucial 
in learning vocabulary in order to master English standers, also I'd like to clarify why we should enhance learner 
autonomy in vocabulary learning. 
2. Literature review 
2.1.  Concept of autonomy 
The concept of learner autonomy has been central to the Council of Europe’s thinking about language teaching and 
learning since 1979, when Henri Holec wrote Autonomy and foreign language learning (cited here as Holec 1981). 
Holec began by defining learner autonomy as the “ability to take charge of one’s own learning”, noting that this ability 
“is not inborn but must be acquired either by ‘natural’ means or (as most often happens) by formal learning, i.e. in a 
systematic, deliberate way”, and pointing out that “To take charge of one’s learning is to have […] the responsibility 
for all the decisions concerning all aspects of this learning […]” (Holec 1981, p.3). 
2.2.  Vocabulary and its importance in language learning 
What Is Vocabulary? Throughout this paper I hope to draw the attention directly in thinking about English 
vocabulary and the teaching of it to students as a second or foreign language. It is important to delve into the reasons 
beyond English vocabulary weakness and why it is essential to empower student's ability to grasp more words in 
different techniques. The following are some weakness' reasons   
x Lacks the awareness to the objectives of learning vocabulary. 
x Has a very limited experience of practicing conversation with native speaker.  
x Has a serious problem in spelling. 
x Lacks the motivation to learn the English Language. 
x Lives in an environment where higher level vocabulary are not used. 
x Has a Phobia of English language as a foreign language. 
x Has a lower education level. 
x Does not read much or has a reading problem. 
x Has an auditory perception problem which makes it difficult to hear the subtle differences in words. 
x Does not have a good understanding of the structure of language including parts of speech and word parts, 
prefixes, suffixes and word roots. 
Students who are weak in vocabulary are forced to develop themselves but also good students need to build on 
their vocabulary at university. Students cannot develop their autonomy alone, they should coordinate with their 
teachers in order to achieve the desired results. 
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2.3. The definition of learner autonomy and vocabulary learning 
According to Little (1991), definitions of autonomy have varied, but they have typically included these vital features:  
x Students should take responsibility for their own learning. ·  
x Taking responsibility' involves learners in taking ownership (partial or total) of many processes which have 
traditionally belonged to the teacher, such as deciding on learning objectives, selecting learning methods and 
evaluating progress. 
 Little defines learner autonomy as "Learner autonomy is the product of an interactive process in which the 
teacher gradually enlarges the scope of her learners’ autonomy by gradually allowing them to take more control 
of the process and content of their learning”. Little wood (1996) believed that the influencing goal of teaching is 
to produce learners that can act and think more independently, i.e. more autonomously, and a strategy for 
developing autonomy is the main target of language teaching.  According to Holec (1981) there are varying 
degrees of self-direction in learning which may be connected to varying degrees of autonomy. He outlines the 
following components as an entirely self-directed process of learning: 
x fixing the objectives 
x defining the content and progressions 
x selecting the methods and techniques to be used 
x monitoring the acquisition procedure 
2.4. What is the necessity to have autonomy in vocabulary learning? 
There is no doubt that learning any foreign language requires learning words of that language. The words are stored 
and retrieved in the human brain. The learners should repeat the words if they aim to remember them and use them 
for communication. Language learning strategies are a central issue in teaching and learning, especially in encouraging 
learner autonomy. No doubt that a learner cannot learn all language vocabulary in university classes so he is forced to 
find other ways to learn vocabulary. Learner autonomy is a great relief for students in vocabulary learning because it 
provides the learner with many privileges as: 
x Learner autonomy enhances the learner's motivation and leads to more effective vocabulary learning. 
x Learner autonomy provides learners with more free opportunities for English communication in a non-native 
environment. 
x Learner autonomy caters to the individual needs of learners at all levels. 
x Learner autonomy supports self-confidence. 
x Learner autonomy enhances the learner's willingness towards active learning. 
2.5. How to develop the learner’s autonomy in vocabulary learning? 
According to Boud (1995), an autonomous learner is the one who is prepared to take some significant responsibility 
for his own learning. And in order to be a good autonomous one, the learner should make decisions about his/her own 
learning, he/she should be able to set realistic goals, plan program of work, develop strategies for coping with new 
and unforeseen situations, evaluate and assess his/her own work and generally to learn how to learn from his/her own 
successes and failures in ways which will help his/her to be more efficient learners in the future. Autonomous learners 
willingly partner with faculty and peers in learning, and are reflective about their own learning. 
2.6. Strategies to enhance students’ ability to improve vocabulary 
Being an autonomous learner means using different learning strategies. Nation (1997) suggests that learners need 
to be able to use vocabulary strategies to cope with unknown vocabulary met in listening or reading texts, to make up 
for gaps in productive vocabulary in speaking and writing, to gain fluency in using known vocabulary and to learn 
new words in isolation. Most of the strategies can begin to be developed in the earliest English classes. Research 
suggests educators focus on four practices that help bring words alive for their students Rubin (1987):
x  Develop word awareness and love of words through increasing motivation. 
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x  Develop explicit, rich instruction to build vocabulary.    
x Build strategies for independence.  
On Target: Strategies to Build Student Vocabularies focuses on these practices. The strategies featured here are 
ones that teachers say work w in their classrooms. 
Table 1:What is involved in knowing a word? 
Aspect Component Receptive knowledge Productive knowledge
Form spoken written 
word parts 
What does the word sound 
like? 
What does the word look 
like? 
What parts are recognizable 
in this word? 
How is the word 
pronounced? 
How is the word written and 
spelled? 
What word parts are needed 
to express the meaning? 





What meaning does this word 
form signal? 
 
What is included in this 
concept? 
What word form can be used 
to express this meaning? 








In what patterns does the word
occur? 
What words or types of words 
occur with this one? 
 
In what patterns must people 
use this word? 
What words or types of 
words must people use with 
this one? 
A majority of learners at the university level are lucky enough to have many different opportunities to improve 
their vocabulary. In different university's  programs the textbooks  are in English language , in addition  that we have  
different English courses that offer a great variety of activities that enhance the learner's motivation and independence 
in learning vocabulary, also there are several significant resources available in the internet that enhance vocabulary 
learning, they're absolutely free. It has been argued that new technologies, in particular computer networks, have the 
potential to increase learner autonomy when they used appropriately. students have the independent opportunity to 
use the foreign or second language vocabulary for  communication  in different activities .I think the key word for 
student's support in developing autonomy in class room is engagement , which completely depend on both instructor 
and student. Student's Engagement will highly reflected in their behavioural intensity, emotional quality, and personal 
interaction that will be reflected in their behaviour during a learning activity.
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Student's behaviour is represented in different action and reaction that shows students interest and motivation to 
develop their autonomy. The extent of student's behaviour is presented in the following:  
• Attention: Concentration and on-task focus. 
• Effort: abilities and capacities in what they are doing. (Their own interpretation in finding the meaning of a word)  
• Persistence: intensive efforts over time, even facing difficulties. 
Engagement gives teachers the moment-to-moment feedback they need to determine how well their efforts to 
motivate students to develop their autonomy are working. 
2.7. Teacher’s role in learner’s autonomous ability 
In learner autonomous world of vocabulary learning the teacher's role is reduced and they become facilitators. But 
this does not mean that teachers become passive in learning process; teachers still have various roles: they can teach 
vocabulary relevant to tasks in hand, judge and give instruction in strategies which help retention. Teachers should 
enhance autonomous learning because it is of great significance for their students in universities. Also they should 
teach strategies to learn vocabulary autonomously. Deep vocabulary learning strategies take more time but ensure 
greater retention and ease from memory. They include learning lists. Reading a variety of texts on the same theme so 
as ensure multiple exposure to relevant items. Making extensive use of dictionaries, building up deep knowledge 
through word associations and revising to ensure retention. Teachers may have little role to play where a learner is 
using shallow strategies appropriately. But they have a clear and ongoing role both in using deep strategies in class 
work and in training learners in their use. This is especially true for weaker learners, who tend to use even shallow 
strategies infectively: they guess inaccurately from context and do not later modify wrong guesses, and they do not 
read widely enough. But it is the teacher responsibility to foster the student's ability of autonomous learning by 
designing class activities and create positive atmosphere, a language context and make students want to learn and 
know how to learn.
Teachers should develop autonomy because vocabulary learning is unique to each student. In addition, the class 
time for vocabulary is extremely limited compared with the immense number of vocabulary items that learners need 
to acquire. All these points demonstrate that studying vocabulary on their own is a must for all learners, the best 
preparation the teacher can provide is to " help them become more autonomous" (Scharle , 2000).
2.8. How can we prepare teachers to enhance learner autonomy in vocabulary learning? 
When trying to find an answer to this question the following ideas can be considered: 
1. It is not straightforward process. 
2. Teachers need stimulus and encouragement to attempt a pedagogy for autonomy. 
3. Teachers must realize by themselves that they can do what at first seemed impossible. 
4. Teachers should be able to work on a collaborative basis. 
5. Teachers must be autonomous themselves to be able to develop their learner's autonomy. 
 
 So if teachers themselves are autonomous and motivated, how does the teacher promote greater autonomy in his 
student? Many suggestions of different ways to promote learner autonomy which I think can be of great value in 
vocabulary learning. Omaggio (1997) says that teachers should: 
1. Encourage students to be 
interdependent and work collectively. Explain student's roles from the outset. Asking students to give their opinions 
on the issue of roles could be beneficial. 
2. Give the students projects to do outside 
the classroom to increase motivation. 
3. Give the students non-lesson 
classroom duties to perform (taking roll, writing instructions, etc.) 
4. Have the students design lessons or 
materials to be used in class. 
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5. Instruct student on how to use the 
university's resource canters. 
6. Emphasize the importance of peer-
editing, corrections and follow-up questioning in the classroom. 
7. Encourage the students to use only 
English in class, Stress fluency rather than accuracy. 
A majority of learners at the university level are lucky enough to have many different opportunities to improve 
their vocabulary. In different university's  programs the textbooks  are in English language , in addition  that we have  
different English courses that offer a great variety of activities that enhance the learner's motivation and independence 
in learning vocabulary, also there are several significant resources available in the internet that enhance vocabulary 
learning, they're absolutely free. It has been argued that new technologies, in particular computer networks, have the 
potential to increase learner autonomy when they used appropriately. students have the independent opportunity to 
use the foreign or second language vocabulary for  communication  in different activities .I think the key word for 
student's support in developing autonomy in class room is engagement , which completely depend on both instructor 
and student. Student's Engagement will highly reflected in their behavioural intensity, emotional quality, and personal 
interaction that will be reflected in their behaviour during a learning activity.
Student's behaviour is represented in different action and reaction that shows students interest and motivation to 
develop their autonomy. The extent of student's behaviour is presented in the following:    
x Attention: Concentration and on-task focus.
x Effort: abilities and capacities in what they are doing. (Their own interpretation in finding the meaning of a word) 
x Persistence: intensive efforts over time, even facing difficulties.
Engagement gives teachers the moment-to-moment feedback they need to determine how well their efforts to 
motivate students to develop their autonomy are working. 
2.9. Teacher’s role in learner’s autonomous ability 
In learner autonomous world of vocabulary learning the teacher's role is reduced and they become facilitators. But 
this does not mean that teachers become passive in learning process; teachers still have various roles: they can teach 
vocabulary relevant to tasks in hand, judge and give instruction in strategies which help retention. Teachers should 
enhance autonomous learning because it is of great significance for their students in universities. Also they should 
teach strategies to learn vocabulary autonomously. Deep vocabulary learning strategies take more time but ensure 
greater retention and ease from memory. They include learning lists. Reading a variety of texts on the same theme so 
as ensure multiple exposure to relevant items. Making extensive use of dictionaries, building up deep knowledge 
through word associations and revising to ensure retention. Teachers may have little role to play where a learner is 
using shallow strategies appropriately. But they have a clear and ongoing role both in using deep strategies in class 
work and in training learners in their use. This is especially true for weaker learners, who tend to use even shallow 
strategies infectively: they guess inaccurately from context and do not later modify wrong guesses, and they do not 
read widely enough. But it is the teacher responsibility to foster the student's ability of autonomous learning by 
designing class activities and create positive atmosphere, a language context and make students want to learn and 
know how to learn.
Teachers should develop autonomy because vocabulary learning is unique to each student. In addition, the class 
time for vocabulary is extremely limited compared with the immense number of vocabulary items that learners need 
to acquire. All these points demonstrate that studying vocabulary on their own is a must for all learners, the best 
preparation the teacher can provide is to " help them become more autonomous" (Scharle , 2000).
2.10. How can we prepare teachers to enhance learner autonomy in vocabulary learning? 
When trying to find an answer to this question the following ideas can be considered: 
1. It is not straightforward process. 
2. Teachers need stimulus and encouragement to attempt a pedagogy for autonomy. 
3. Teachers must realize by themselves that they can do what at first seemed impossible. 
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4. Teachers should be able to work on a collaborative basis. 
5. Teachers must be autonomous themselves to be able to develop their learner's autonomy. 
 
 So if teachers themselves are autonomous and motivated, how does the teacher promote greater autonomy in his 
student?  
Many suggestions of different ways to promote learner autonomy which I think can be of great value in vocabulary 
learning. Omaggio (1997) says that teachers should: 
1. Encourage students to be interdependent and work collectively.  
2. Explain student's roles from the outset. Asking students to give their opinions on the issue of roles could be 
beneficial. 
3. Give the students projects to do outside the classroom to increase motivation. 
4. Give the students non-lesson classroom duties to perform (taking roll, writing instructions, etc.) 
5. Have the students design lessons or materials to be used in class. 
6. Instruct student on how to use the university's resource canters. 
7. Emphasize the importance of peer-editing, corrections and follow-up questioning in the classroom. 
8. Encourage the students to use only English in class, Stress fluency rather than accuracy. 
 
2.11.  What is the learner's role in the development of vocabulary autonomy 
Learner has a pivotal role in developing his/her autonomy in vocabulary learning, he should: 
x Decide which words are worth learning. 
x Learn to use the context, phrases, and hints provided in sentences.  
1. Helping words and phrases such as "for example", "that is", "which means" 
Example: You’re not allowed to use your phone here. Similarly, you have to switch it off when you’re in the library. 
2. A sentence that tells the opposite of the unfamiliar word 
Example:  Unlike her gregarious sister, Jane is Shy, unsociable person who doesn't like to go to parties or 
to make new friends. 
    
  Various examples about word's involvement of key words: 
1. Some people have no difficulty making the necessary changes in their way of life when they move to a 
foreign country; others are not able to adapt as easily to a new environment. 
9  Some ... others indicates that two different groups in the same aspect 
 
2. Unlike her gregarious sister, Jane is Shy, unsociable person who doesn't like to go to parties or to make new 
friends. 
 
9 Unlike  indicates that two opposite features are indicated in the sentence  
 
3. The school has grown from a small building holding 200 students to a large institute that educates 4000 
students a year.  
 
9 From --- to  indicates the beginning and the end points of period of change   
4. Language murder or lingucide is one of the basic tools of ethnocide. 
9 Or indicates that a synonym is given for the required word   
 
5. Many critics have proclaimed Doris Lessing as not only the best writer of the post war generation, but also 
penetrating analyst of human affairs. 
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9 Not only ... but also  indicates that both parts of the sentence are of equal importance 
 
6. I don’t hate Jim. On the contrary, I’m rather fond of him. 
9 On the contrary gives  the opposite of the situation  
Artwork filenames should comply with the syntax “aabbbbbb.ccc”, where: 
x a = artwork component type 
x b = manuscript reference code 
x c = standard file extension 
Component types: 
x gr = figure 
x pl = plate 
x sc = scheme 
x fx = fixed graphic 
3. Conclusion 
   The paper discusses the importance of learner autonomy in learning vocabulary. The use of language learning 
strategies can enhance learner autonomy because they are steps taken by the learners themselves and the students 
should not rely on a teacher to learn new English words. Especially at Universities where the students have different 
opportunities to develop and improve their autonomy in learning vocabulary. Being a new concept in education, 
learner autonomy can be fostered by the teachers through the use of different approaches which need to be tailored 
according to the students’ needs, interests and motivation. 
In this paper it  is clear regarding implications for instruction that will ensure the development of large, useful 
vocabularies: wide reading plays a critical role in developing knowledge, and teachers facilitate this process by 
teaching strategies for learning words independently, including  the use of dictionaries and other reference works, and 
exploring the link between spelling and learning words. To conclude, it is not teacher's responsibility to teach all 
vocabulary to the learners. Learners should depend on themselves by adopting strategies that suit their abilities in 
learning vocabulary. Vocabulary learning is not always easy. But with practice and time, learners should find that they 
are making progress. Learners should study items that appear in many contexts. Learning in rich contexts is valuable 
for vocabulary learning. Vocabulary words should be those that the learner will find useful in many contexts. When 
vocabulary items are derived from content learning materials, the learner will be better equipped to deal with specific 
reading matter in content areas. Learners will feel that vocabulary learning is effective when it entails active 
engagement in learning tasks. Computer technology can be used effectively in learning vocabulary autonomously. 
Autonomous learners in learning vocabulary should have a continuous desire of learning vocabulary and they should 
develop their strategies ways of learning.  
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